Welcome to Transforming Image, the video presentation for the Transforming Image
unit developed by the Museum of Anthropology at UBC. During this presentation, you
will learn about the Image Recovery Project — how old images can reappear, and what
we can learn from them.

Many artists look to the pastin order to study techniques and learn from the old
masters of their craft. This is true for composers, musicians, playwrights and poets
whose symphonies, operas, plays and poetry were recorded on paper and printed
again and again over the years. In other arts, works are recorded on canvas, on
porcelain, on silk, or created in stone and marble. Much of the historic imagery created
by the First Nations of the Northwest Coast was carved and painted on wood.
Sometimes, these objects were not regarded as “works of art” — some were household
items, some ceremonial and some created for trade. These artworks recorded family
histories, beliefs and ancestral stories that are looked upon and remembered by the
generations to come.

In the late 19" and early 20" century, many collectors worked for museums in Canada,
the US and Europe. As a result, for example, New York City has more artworks from the
Northwest Coast First Nations than in Vancouver and Victoria together. The
combination of the Canadian government outlawing the potlatch, Indian Agents and




church officials seizing and destroying NWC objects, and collectors removing objects
for public and private collections, resulted in a loss of many First Nations objects or
artworks in their communities. Added to this, the removal of children into residential
schools made it difficult for the great carvers and other artists of that time to pass their
skills and knowledge on to the next generation.

For all museums it is important to make the objects accessible to the First Nations
artists of today to inspire new works. For some of the historic art works, the challenge
is to find ways to make what was visible in the past, visible again.

Image: Rake light technique. House screen boards, Tsimshian, c. 1800, MOA Nb7.239a,
Nb7.240b, Nb7.241a, b, HB2.

Photo by Bill McLennan + Mila Cotic/University of British Columbia, Museum of
Anthropology



This is a 19" century Heiltsuk bentwood chest that started curator Bill McLennan on

his quest of image recovery. For over fifteen years, Bill McLennan and his assistants

went to many museums around the world, photographing old painted works of art. He
made photographs of these artworks accessible for the first time in generations. This
was exciting to the families who had owned them and to the artists working in these

traditions.

Image: Bentwood box, Heiltsuk, c. 1880, MOA A8211.




Here is an infrared of the same box. Two colours are visible — black and red. The
darkest lines are black, and the paler grayish lines are red. The background, or
negative space, is unpainted wood which reflects the heat. The image is now much
more clearly visible.

Image: Bentwood box, Heiltsuk, c. 1880, MOA A8211.




To see how this image would have looked in color, a First Nations artist made a tracing
from the infrared photograph, then reconstructed the image with its original lines and

color. The image is transformed once again — what was once visible, then lost under a
patina, is visible again.

Image: Heiltsuk bentwood box image reconstructed on paper, based on MOA A8211.




What can you see on this bentwood box? There is a faintimage under the layers. We
will learn about a method for uncovering the image that won't damage the object or
destroy the surface underneath.

Image: Bentwood box, Haisla, c. 1860-1880, MOA A1597.




On the left is a photo of the bentwood box you just saw. The image is almost impossible
to see. On the rightis an infrared photo of the same box.

Floodlights were directed at the box and infrared film was used. This film is so sensitive
to the heat that even small traces of paint either absorb or reflect when a light is shone
on them. The traditional colors of black and red paint used by early First Nations artists
were made of ground-up minerals magnetite and hematite: black iron and red iron
oxides. These absorb heat at different degrees.

Image: Bentwood box, Haisla, c. 1860-1880, MOA A1597.




This image is of the four sides of the same box. Itis amazing the kind of painted details
that emerge.

Image: Bentwood box, Haisla, c. 1860-1880, MOA A1597.




A Haida artist by the name of Isabella Edenshaw wove this cedar hatin the 19th
century. Her husband, Haida artist Charles Edenshaw, painted it. This hat is now very

darkened, butinfrared photography allows us to see the split whale design, which
flows freely around the form of the hat.

Image: Woven and painted hat, artists Isabella Edenshaw + Charles Edenshaw, Haida,
c. 1880, MOA A4407.




Infrared photography is not limited to small items, such as boxes and hats. It can also
be used to reveal the design on wooden boards from much larger works, like this
painted house front. Although no fragments remain from this particular house, we can
see in this photograph from 1879 that it was a very large structure. Judging by the
height of the men standing in front of the house, the facade must have been at least 15
metres wide and 5 metres high at the peak. This Tsimshian house belonged to
Sgagweet, a chief of the Eagle clan in Lax Kw'alaams, (Port Simpson, BC).

Image: Tsimshian house in Lax Kw'alaams, c. 1879, BC Archives E-08350.




When Europeans and traders first saw Northwest coast villages, they always
commented on the massive house front paintings. In fact, Capt. Dixon, an early
explorer, concluded that the paintings were so spectacular that Europeans must have
already been here and taught the local people. This was not the case — the painting
tradition of the NWC is unique to this area of the world.

Very few of these painted house fronts have survived. However, at MOA there are old
planks in the collection that were originally part of a Tsimshian house front. The image
is hard to make out, but as you can see, it is revealed by the infrared photography as

seen on the right. The challenge was to see what the screen would have looked like
complete and intact.

Image: Painted house screen boards from Lax Kw'alaams, Tsimshian, c. 1880-1840,
MOA Nb7.239-43.
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Infrared photographs of all the remaining boards were arranged to try to show what

the original painted house screen looked like. The empty areas represent lost boards.

The complete painting measured almost 5 meters high and 12 meters wide.

Many of the boards of this Tsimshian house front from Lax Kw'alaams did not survive.

Therefore, artists and researchers needed to use other examples of paintings to help
fill in the missing imagery. The bear cub figure on the right, drawn in a side view in

pencil with a snout and claws, was found on other painted objects in a museum
collection.

Image: Painted house screen boards from Lax Kw'alaams, Tsimshian, c. 1880-1840,
MOA Nb7.239-43.
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Here are details of two infrared images. The left-hand side is from a box drum in the
collection of the Field Museum in Chicago, the right-hand image is a detail from the
reconstruction of the Tsimshian house front. The infrared of the bear from the
bentwood box was used by the artists as inspiration to fill in information missing from
the surviving house boards.

Images:

Box drum, Tsimshian, created before 1902 Chicago Field Museum 78364.

Painted house screen boards from Lax Kw'alaams, Tsimshian, c. 1880-1840, MOA
Nb7.239-43.
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Nisga'a artist Harry Martin and Tsimshian artist Terry Starr were commissioned by the
Canadian Museum of History in 1989 to recreate the screen using the photographs and
their own knowledge of the art form to fill in the missing lines.

Image: Nisga'a artist Harry Martin + Tsimshian artist Terry Starr, 1989. Photo by Carol
Audet.
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Here is the recreated screen. If you want to see this great work, you can visit the
Canadian Museum of History across the Ottawa River from the Canadian Parliament

buildings.

Image: Recreated Tsimshian house screen. Photos by Carol Audet.
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Even using infrared film, very little of this image would be visible. Over time, wind-
blown sand and salt spray had removed all of the paint. The painted areas stood out
because they were protected, whereas the unpainted areas had weathered and
eroded, which left the painted areas slightly raised from the surface. To see this, raking
light was placed at the side of the planks, the bright light cast shadows of the raised
areas and the design was revealed.

Image: House screen boards, Tsimshian, c. 1800, MOA Nb7.239a, Nb7.240b, Nb7.241a,
b, HB2. Photo by Bill McLennan + Mila Cotic/University of British Columbia, Museum of
Anthropology.
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Here Haisla artist Lyle Wilson is re-creating the old image from the information
revealed from the raked light illuminating hard-to-see surface features and textures.

Image: Haisla artist Lyle Wilson. Photo by Bill McLennan.
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The previous slides have shown how contemporary artists have used the images and
objects from the past to learn about their histories and to create new works of art. The
research into painted works all over North America and Europe also yielded new
information.

For instance, after looking at many examples, curator Bill McLennan was able to find
many objects made by the same artists. Often the name of the artist is unknown, but by
studying an object, seeing the composition of the work and the pigments that were
used, the artist can often be identified, especially if we can compare it to a work that

we are certain was made by a particular artist. This magnificent chief's seatis by a
Heiltsuk First Nations artist named Captain Carpenter.

Image: Chief's seat, artist Captain Carpenter, Heiltsuk, c. 1881, Ethnologisches Museum
Berlin IV A 2475/76/77. Commissioned by J.A. Jacobsen at Waglisla (Bella Bella).
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Here is an example of a house front for which boards have not survived. The
information only survives as an image on a glass plate negative.

These houses were later destroyed and the large extended families that had lived in
them were forced to separate into individual family units and to move into small one-
family houses. This was a dramatic change that affected their traditional means of
living and survival.

Image: Nuxalk house front in Komkotes, 1870, BC Archives A-03980.
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The image in the previous photograph is quite visible, but distorted by the camera
angle. Here Photoshop was used to calculate how the image looked face-on. Haisla
artist Lyle Wilson created a new drawing from the information in the photograph. Like
some of the earlier boxes we saw, this house front is also noticeably asymmetrical in
design.

Image: Drawing of Nuxalk house front design by Haisla artist Lyle Wilson, 1998.
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We can understand images on one level by looking at representations of creatures that
we can recognize from nature. The features of the animal may be rearranged to fit the
space. They may also show both the front and back, or the inside and outside of the
creature portrayed, which tells a more complete story. This painting is asymmetrical
and illustrates the story of an undersea king. Lyle Wilson created this rendition of a
Tsimshian painted house screen from Lax Kw'alaams. The original wooden painted
screenis 11.6 m wide and 3.6 m high. It was collected in 1875 by James Swan and is in
the collection of the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History.

Image: Rendition of Tsimshian house front design by Haisla artist Lyle Wilson, c. 1998.
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The details of this image of the house front tell a complicated story, with many
characters, relationships, and actions. What is that we see coming out of the whale’s
blow-hole? Is it physical? Is it spiritual? What might the artist have seen to inspire this?

Image: Rendition of Tsimshian house front design by Haisla artist Lyle Wilson, c. 1998.
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Might the artist have been inspired by watching the orca travelling near his home?

Photo by John K. B. Ford/Ursus Photography.
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End of Presentation

Thank you!

You have reached the end of this presentation. We hope you have enjoyed
Transforming Image, seeing the artwork, and being introduced to the research and
technology that helped reveal some amazing painted Northwest Coast masterworks.
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